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THOMASWYATTAND EDGARALLAN POE,
A PAIR OF CONCHOLOGICALPLAGIARISTS

By Richard I. Johnson

In the introduction to his Manual of Conchology, Wyatt
(1838) wrote that, "We have endeavored to give a free

translation of Lamarck's system, as simpHfied by De Blain-

ville." The text is, indeed, a simple translation of the

descriptions of some of the shells and genera found in

Blainville (1825). The "Glossary" was lifted from Brown
(1833). According to Wyatt, "The plates were drawn and
colored with great care and accuracy from the natural

shells in our own cabinet, under the superintendence of

Mr. James Ackerman, artist." This is a bold lie; most of

the figures are copied from Blainville, and plate 18 is a

copy of Blainville's plate 40, without an attempt at disguise.

According to Allen (1926: 442-443) Wyatt's book had

proved so expensive to publish that Harpers would not

reprint it. It appears that Wyatt paid Poe $50.00 for the

use of his name on a new cheaper edition, designed for

elementary school use, hoping by the use of Poe's name to

further sales and to avoid trouble over the copyright with

Harpers, the effect of which was to alienate the 'affections'

of that firm from Poe.

According to Robertson (1934) Poe was directly re-

sponsible only for the preface and the introduction which

was a paraphrase of Brown, with the printing arranged by
Isaac Lea, who, it should be remembered, was not only a

conchologist but a partner of Carey, Lea, and Blanchard,

publishers.
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The text was paraphrased from Wyatt, with additional

descriptions of the animals which, while credited to Cuvier,

appear to be translated from Blainville. Plates 1-5 were

lifted directly from Brown as are most of the figures on

the other plates. It is said that when Poe was accused of

plagiarism, he explained his method by saying, "All school

books are necessarily made that way."

Poe's book must have enjoyed some success since it went

through three editions (1839, 1840, 1845) issued with plain

or colored plates.

Keen (1936: 43) pointed out that as a systematic treatise

Poe's work can be safely ignored. Its interest is as a

literary curiosity to the bibliographer and collector of Poe's

works and has been exhaustively studied by Heartman and

Canny (1943: 41-44).
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